Expiratory flows and airway inflammation in elderly asthmatic patients.
Asthma in the elderly is often underrecognized and suboptimally treated, resulting in an increased morbidity and mortality. The characteristics of asthma-related bronchitis and its optimal treatment remain to be determined in this population. We aimed to compare lung function and airway inflammation in elderly and younger asthmatic subjects. Data from two induced sputum databases were analyzed in three groups of asthmatic subjects (18-30 y, n = 136; 31-59 y, n = 385; 60-72 y, n = 172) and one group of healthy elderly subjects (60-89 y, n = 16). Expiratory flows and induced sputum cell counts were analyzed. Airway obstruction was more marked in elderly asthmatics compared with healthy elderly or younger asthmatic subjects (p < 0.01). An increase in sputum neutrophils and a decrease in macrophages and lymphocytes were observed in elderly asthmatics (p < 0.0001). Neutrophil percentages significantly increased with asthma severity in the young and the middle-aged groups, while they remained similar in elderly asthmatics regardless of asthma severity (p < 0.05). Neutrophil percentages weakly correlated with the dose of ICS in all asthmatics (r = 0.17, p < 0.0001). Age and dose of ICS were independent predictors of neutrophil percentage in asthmatic subjects in a regression model (R(2) = 0.12). Asthma in the elderly is associated with a more marked airway obstruction and sputum neutrophilia. Both age and the dose of corticosteroids need to be considered in the interpretation of the clinical relevance of sputum neutrophil count.